ELIZABETHAN  AND JACOBEAN
the deposition of Richard II. We know that this insult was
deeply and justly resented by Elizabeth. Yet we know that the
Queen bore Shakespeare and his company no malice for it,
and that they acted before her a fortnight later, on the eve of
the execution of Essex. This does not to my mind support
the theory that Shakespeare and his company had for years
been acting their plays in order cto hold the mirror up to
Essex9; the Government had a good spy sendee, and would
have discovered the plots which modern criticism has hatched,
if they had existed in Tudor days. And the reference in Henry F,
in which Shakespeare says that if Essex returned victorious
from Ireland, it would nevertheless not entitle him to so warm
a welcome as the victor of Agincourt justly received, does not,
to me, convey any sinister intention against the line of'the true
succeeders of each royal house', the line which, in the person of
James I, would continue to unite the claims which had been
divided between York and Lancaster.
In September 1599, Essex, realizing that his Irish expedition
was becoming a disastrous failure, most disloyally held a secret
conference with his enemy Tyrone. It may possibly be, that
at this conference the Irish leader helped to lure Essex to his
doom by the treasonable suggestion that Essex might sometime
become Bang of England, helped by Tyrone as Viceroy of
Ireland. It may be that cthe tempter's voice reached a mind
not unfitted to hear it3, for Essex was rapidly ceasing to think,
speak, or act like a sane man. But that Shakespeare had for
years been dangling the prospect of the crown before the eyes of
an Essex not yet either ruined or mad, is a fantasy of modern
scholarship for which, thank God, there is no shadow of
foundation.
It all depends upon the assumption that at the beginning of
the seventeenth century Shakespeare was suffering sorrow and
disillusionment, and that it is the business of the critic to find
some cause for this alleged disillusionment. And we may agree
that if, for years before the tragic outbreak of Essex in February
1601, Shakespeare had been encouraging him to hope for the
crown, then Shakespeare would have had cause enough for
remorse. But what ground have we for the fundamental
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